The Roman invasion of Britain, which began in earnest under Claudius in A.D. 43 and was completed over the course of the following three generations, has assumed a unique place in children's historical fiction. It was not the last time that large parts of Britain would face invasion and subjugation by foreign powers, but it is the one that has occasioned by far the most narrative treatments in children's fiction. The arrival of the Germanic tribes who were to form the English heptarchy, like the later invasions by the Danes, occurred in a more piecemeal and less well-documented fashion, and although some attempts at a historical treatment of them have been made 1 the story of British resistance to the invading English tends to slide quickly away from history into the legendary forms of Arthurian tradition. The
Beric "would in all things be faithful to Rome" and use his "influence to the utmost to reconcile the people to [Roman] rule" (375). On Beric's arrival back in Britain, the propraetor Trebellius expands on this point: I am convinced that it is the best policy to content a conquered people by placing over them men of their own race and tongue, instead of filling every post with strangers who are ignorant of their ways and customs, and whose presence and dress constantly remind them that they are governed by their conquerors. (379) Not only is Beric an instrument of Roman power, he is a particularly insidious instrument that allows the Britons to be seduced into subjection more effectively than naked oppression could do. Trebellius's sentiments complement Tacitus's observation in the Agricola that conquered tribes such as the British, in adopting Roman luxuries and customs, forget that these are the trappings of their own slavery 3 -a thought earlier echoed by Beric's friend Boduoc on seeing the Romanized Gauls: "they appear to have adopted the Roman dress and tongue, but for all that they are slaves" (183). Trebellius on the one hand and Boduoc on the other describe two of the primary ways by which Rome encouraged conquered peoples to become reconciled to their position: first by believing they have retained their native identity, and then by believing that they have gained Roman identity. Romanized native rulers such
Beric smooth the transition from one belief to the other; but in both the subject peoples are deceived.
The conundrum posed by Beric is that of a character who turns from being a patriotic warrior devoted to expulsion of the Roman invaders from his homeland into a loyal servant of Rome working to maintain and entrench its power over his people, but who does so without any sense -either from his own point of view or that of the narrative -that he has been inconsistent. Beric undergoes no dramatic conversion to the Roman point of view (he already admires them at the beginning of the novel), nor is he ever presented other than as a fit character for readerly admiration. How can this circle be squared? Ultimately it cannot, the contradictions in Beric's presentation reflecting unresolved conflicts at the heart of Victorian imperialist ideology. However, the text adopts several strategies in order to soften the sense that an inexplicable volte-face has been performed. In doing so, it draws on a number of existing cultural ideas that were in wider circulation in Henty's time, aimed at justifying empire in general and British imperial rule in particular.
In so far as the question of Beric's changing attitude to Roman power is addressed explicitly
by the text, it is in terms of pragmatism. An accommodation must be reached with Rome, simply because Roman power is effectively invincible, and the alternative to doing so is annihilation. It is in this context that the trope of the Grand Tour comes into play. When
Rome is perceived in terms of a few thousand legionaries stationed far from home, victory seems conceivable; but once Beric and his friends find themselves in the city itself, the futility of their task is borne in upon them:
Beric rejoined his companions. "Well, Boduoc, what think you of Rome?" "I have been thinking how mad our enterprise was, Beric. You told me about the greatness of Rome and from the first predicted failure, but I thought this was because you had been infected by your Roman training; I see now that you were right."
Significantly, Henty gives this observation not to Beric but to his passionate friend Boduoc, who has been established from the book's opening pages as the more virulently anti-Roman character. Here is someone who cannot be accused of Roman bias, but who now accepts not only that defeat was inevitable but that even the attempt at resistance was, rather than being noble or heroic, simply "mad". This pragmatic recognition of the realities of military power is not elsewhere a prominent feature of Henty's book, which tends to glorify risky feats of derring-do such as fighting a lion unarmed, and depicts daring enterprises as both successful and admirable, but that discourse of heroism takes place within the parameters of a broader political narrative far more respectful of political and military reality. The Battle of Hastings decided, though not even William knew it, that the great, slow, dogged English race, was to be governed and disciplined (and at first severely bullied in the process) by a small number of the cleverest, strongest, most adventurous race then alive. Nothing more was wanted to make our island the greatest country in the world. (43) Fletcher and Kipling take a similar line when addressing Britain's earlier subjugation by the Romans, suggesting that it was a "misfortune" that the conquest did not extend to the whole island and contrasting Britain's subsequent fate with that of unconquered Ireland, "which never went to school, and has been a spoilt child ever since" (21). Although Henty too notes that the Britons have much to learn from the Romans, his emphasis is not only on education but also on the effects of interbreeding. In his account, the advantages and disadvantages of mixing the British race with that of the Romans and of the foreign traders and craftsmen who came to Britain in their wake are quite finely poised. The British warriors, it is stressed throughout the narrative, are physically superior -tall, blond, muscular men, whose strength and size make them individually more than a match for their Roman conquerors. However, Henty suggests that sacrificing these qualities through intermarriage may have been a price worth paying:
Although [intermarriage] in the end had the effect of diminishing the physical proportions of the British, and lowering the lofty stature and size that had struck the Romans on their landing with astonishment, it introduced many characteristics hitherto wanting in the race, and aided in their conversion from tribes of fierce warriors into a settled and semi-civilized people. (383) Henty is probably referring here to the acquisition of desirable racial characteristics rather the trappings of civilization alone, but he does not specify which physical or mental features lacking in Beric and his compatriots were supplied by the Romans. Indeed, his vagueness on this point may be strategic.
Rachel Johnson has pointed out that several of Henty's books about the British Empire include "characters whose views, although initially opposed to English rule, change after personal contact with the colonisers", and who become "advocates for what is perceived as the more advanced civilisation and for an integration of aspects of that civilisation, just as power, a visit to the arena (preferably involving a fight with a lion) and a telling encounter with the Emperor were amongst the features that would recur in later Grand Tour novels.
The Grand Tour in the 1950s
If any decade can be identified as the age of novels of the Roman invasion, it is the 1950s.
The number of books devoted to this topic reflects the general prominence of historical fiction at this time, and the appearance of such classics as Rosemary Sutcliff's The Eagle of the Ninth (1954) no doubt inspired emulation. It is also worth noting however that this decade was one in which Britain's relationship with the idea of empire was at a particular crisis, and that Roman Britain offered parallels through which to explore the issue in historical fiction.
In the 1950s Britain found itself on both sides of the imperial equation: an imperial power in its own right (if a declining one), but also a nation attempting to reconcile itself to a diminished status in the world and to forge new relationships with larger political blocs, be backward" (8) -a decision made easier by the dishonesty and benighted superstition of the Druids. The catalyst for this change of heart is Ceva's kidnapping, which occasions an affecting if unlikely interview between local chieftain and Roman Emperor:
They were both great men and in their greatness understood each other, and they talked freely together of the problems of both Britons and Romans. where he has spent all his life, early in the story, but there is no sense of deracination. Rather, he is curious to see other parts of the Empire, and even at the story's conclusion is preparing to accompany Hadrian on his forthcoming journeys to its outer reaches, rather than thinking of a return to his birthplace. Rome itself, which he has longed to see all his life, does not disappoint, and he surveys it with the slack-jawed wonder suitable to a provincial youth:
Here I was in the city I had dreamed of all my life, and even in my wildest dreams I had never seen anything so vast, so magnificent. Ten massive bridges spanned the river, four hundred temples sent their spiced incense floating up to Heaven, triumphal arches framed the view down every street (or so it seemed to me then), the public parks and gardens made a countryside within the city, hundreds of acres of grass and woodland… and converging on Rome like marching columns of soldiers came the aqueducts, lofty and proud upon their striding arches, bringing fresh water from the hills, ten, twenty, thirty, even forty miles across the plain. (174) In Word to Caesar, this magnificence is not significantly undercut even by the admission that thieves and corrupt officials are numbered amongst Rome's citizens, for these are shown to be adequately dealt with by the power of law as personified in Hadrian. Trease's novel shares with Eliott's not only its focus on private criminality rather than war or imperial oppression as the engine of the plot; it also uses the figure of the Emperor as the ultimate guarantor of order and justice. In Trease's case, this is a strategy that he had already employed in his earlier book set in sixteenth-century England, Cue for Treason (1940) . In that book, the protagonists Peter and Kit spend much of the narrative attempting to bring a plot against Elizabeth I's life to her attention, and are duly rewarded with the restoration of Peter's family's fortunes and the favour of the queen. In Word to Caesar we find a similar pattern:
Hadrian's power is both absolute and benevolent, and once convinced of the innocence of For all his vocal commitment to imperialism, of the authors we have so far considered it is Henty in Beric the Briton whose text is the most ideologically intricate. His novel, being set at the time of the Roman invasion and told from the point of view of one of the Britons, inevitably asks more searching questions of the realities of imperial power than texts set several generations later when that power has become a fait accomplit, as with Eliott and Trease; and although it is sympathetic in its attitude to Roman civilization it has none of Treece's fierce animus against the Britons and their culture. Moreover, in prominently featuring a notorious tyrant such as Nero, Henty gives imperialism a face that is harder to reconcile with good government or a "civilizing mission" than is the case with Hadrian, the third of the five so-called "good emperors" under whom (in Gibbon's famous phrase) "the Roman empire was governed by absolute power, under the guidance of virtue and wisdom" (Gibbon, 85). However we might quibble with Gibbon's assessment there is no denying that
Hadrian is a stronger contender than Nero or indeed Claudius to be the acceptable face of imperial autocracy. Indeed, as the passage from his memoir quoted above suggests, Trease appears to have chosen him with that consideration in mind.
The Anti-Imperial Theme
In Reading History in Children's Books we noted a tendency for children's books published in recent decades, and particularly since the turn of the twenty-first century, to adopt a far more sceptical and even hostile attitude towards the Roman invasion and occupation of Madoc. On the eve of his invasion, Claudius -here depicted unsympathetically, as a vain and cruel dictator -decides that it will be politically useful to take them to Britain with his army.
Aoife finds herself travelling with the invasion fleet, and on the way she befriends one of Claudius's war elephants, with whom she comes to have a preternatural affinity -something that gives her a reputation for witchcraft and magic amongst the Roman troops. Aided by various Celts amongst the soldiery and traders she meets en route, Aoife (who by now has inherited the leadership of her tribe) eventually escapes and finds her way to the stronghold of Caradoc, who is leading the struggle against Rome. The novel ends, as did Ceva of the Caradocs, with its heroine embracing a Roman soldier -but in this case the officer, Justinian, has cast aside his Roman identity and reverted to his original name of Huw.
We have already alluded to one of the most significant ways in which The Mark of Edain differs from the earlier books we have considered. Rome's invasion is here presented not as the coming of civilization, nor even as the inevitable way of things at a period when war was a universal way of life, but rather as the selfish project of a capricious ruler. Although
Chandler makes customary reference to the efficiency and training of the Roman army (10), the Roman soldiers she actually depicts are superstitious and rather incompetent, and cruel in the way they lord it over the peasants on the coast near Massilia (perhaps a little anachronistically) as an army of occupation (86). Even Rome itself, in contrast to the breathless description of Trease's Paul, appears unimpressive from Aoife's viewpoint, as she floats away from it down the Tiber:
The city looked small, insignificant, as Aoife looked back from on board the raft she was riding with Bala. Slowly the great hub of the wheel of the Empire shrank and disappeared round a bend in the Tiber. Her spirit shook itself free like a bird. Great
Rome was, after all, only buildings, dusty streets. (70) Inverting the trope of "Great Rome" is one part of the rhetorical repositioning carried out in Beric the Briton, for example, Aoife and Madoc partly adopt Roman habits of speech and thought, with Aoife dropping a casual "ergo" into conversation early in the book (9). Even the word "Celt", as they are aware, is of Greek origin, and Aoife thinks of her home island as Britannia, a notably Latinate eponym. More significantly, those British who are resisting the Roman invasion, including Caradoc, are consistently described by Aoife and everyone else in the book as "rebels" -a usage that concedes the Roman claim to dominion over Britain from the start.
The Mark of Edain resembles the other texts we have considered in evincing a complex and contradictory attitude towards the cultures it represents. In the case of this text we may say that its apparent ideology -its unflattering portrait of the Roman emperor and state, and by extension of the oppressive practices of empire, as well as its emphasis on respect for nature, evinced in Aoife's care for the elephant Bala -is to an extent problematized and even undermined by its adoption of language and attitudes that tend to legitimate Roman and imperialist viewpoints. To avoid this entirely would be a difficult task, though, given the extent to which Roman culture and language permeate the modern West, and the inevitable indebtedness of novels such as The Mark of Edain to a long tradition of fiction about the Roman invasion in which views broadly sympathetic to the Empire were entrenched.
The trope of the Grand Tour is by no means universal in books about the Roman invasion, but it is common and its widespread nature reflects its obvious utility in providing a comparative view of two or more cultures. However, within that broad remit, as we have seen, it can be employed for numerous purposes. In Beric the Briton, Henty both contrasts the Briton and Romans, particularly in terms of their physique and general appearance, and also makes a case for the universality of humanity. As the philosophical Roman Norbanus puts it:
"Human nature is the same everywhere, […] fair or dark, great or small. It is modified by climate, by education, by custom, and by civilization, but at bottom it is identical" (197). To find uniformity of human nature is not, however, to espouse equivalence between civilizations -and one implication of Norbanus's words, as of Henty's book, may be that nowhere should be considered off limits for imperialism's civilizing mission. This is a view
